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Abstract 
Through this article we argue for the incorporation of methodologies and materials developed in the field of 
intercultural education into the school curricula that will serve to develop knowledge, generate debate and, 
ultimately, promote the acquisition of documented and structured opinions/ideas about such a controversial issue 
as Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C). Dealing with FGM/C merely by waving the flag of Human Rights
can bring more discrimination and stigmatization to those women subjected to this cultural practice. In order to 
avoid these kinds of oversimplifications, we propose dialogic literary gatherings as an educational action for the 
analysis and understanding of FGM/C in secondary school communities.  
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1. Introduction 
“Eduquer pour comprendre les mathématiques ou telle discipline est une chose ; 
éduquer pour la compréhension humaine en est une autre.” 
Edgar Morin (1999). Les Sept Savoirs Nécessaires à l’Education du future 
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Debates and discussions about Female Genital Mutilation or Cutting (FGM/C) are often complex and uneasy. 
The Western cosmovision – characterized by an egocentric notion of the person and an individualistic foundation 
of the conception of Human Rights – usually demonizes the practice of FGM/C, which in turn translates into 
deepening the situation of exclusion and stigmatization of women who have undergone it.  
Due to the globalized world we are living in, school communities (teachers, students, board of directors, 
administrative personnel) will probably face the cultural phenomenon of FGM/C at some point of their school life, 
specially taking into consideration that FGM/C is mostly practiced upon girls aged between 0 and 15 years old. 
Consequently, the development of certain intercultural capabilities and skills that will serve to deal with this social 
and cultural practice should become part of the educational agenda. Therefore, through this article we would like to 
set the way for the elaboration of a number of didactic techniques addressed to secondary school communities, 
which will serve for the analysis and understanding of the cultural and social practice of FGM/C, in order to 
promote knowledge, generate debate and, ultimately, promote the acquisition of documented and structured 
opinions/ideas about the issue among teenage students. 
First, we will be looking at the FGM/C mainly from a descriptive point of view, thus focusing on its definition 
and typologies and on the most relevant debates it generates, that is the confrontation between its cultural and 
social weight for the communities that practice it, with the challenges it poses to the integrity, security and health 
of the girls and women upon which FGM/C is practiced and so to part of the current catalogue of Human Rights – 
specially to those of children. Second, we will be focusing on intercultural education as a paradigm and 
framework for students to understand and approach this cultural practice from non-judgmental perspectives since 
intercultural education sets the way for contesting the mono-cultural establishment of modern Western educational 
systems. Third, under the premises of dialogic learning, we propose dialogic literary gatherings as an educational 
action for the analysis of FGM/C in as much as it would promote inclusive and open discussions about the issue, in 
terms of both personal and social transformation. 
2. Understanding FGM/C 
2.1. Definitions and typologies of FGM 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) also known lately as Female Genital Cutting (FGC) or Female Genital 
Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C) consists on the partial or total removal of the girl’s external genitalia. More 
concretely, the World Health Organization (WHO) defines FGM/C as “all procedures involving partial or total 
removal of the external female genitalia or other injury to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons” 
(OHCHR et al., 2008: 1) as well as for “cultural or other non-therapeutic reasons" (WHO/UNICEF/UNCFPA, 
1997: 6).  
There are several types of FGM/C with different levels of invasiveness. Specifically, the WHO (1997: 3) 
classifies FGM/C into four types: Type 1 clitoridectomy involves the excision of the prepuce with or without 
excision of part or the entire clitoris. Type 2 excision consists on the excision of the prepuce and clitoris together 
with partial or total excision of the labia minora. Type 3 infibulation or pharaonic circumcision is as stated by 
Mustafa Abusharaf (2006: 4), “the most drastic form of genital surgery […] in which the clitoris and the labia 
minora are removed and then the labia majora, the outer lips of the vagina, are stitched together to cover the 
urethral and vaginal entrances and a new opening is created for the passage of urine and menstrual blood”. Type 4 
consists on several miscellaneous non-medical and harmful alterations of the feminine genital, such as pricking, 
piercing or incision of the clitoris and/or the labia; stretching of the clitoris and/or the labia; cauterization or 
burning of the clitoris and surrounding tissues; scraping of the vaginal orifice or cutting of the vagina as well as 
introduction of corrosive substances or herbs into the vagina to cause bleeding or for the purpose of tightening or 
narrowing it (OHCHR et al., 2008: 4; WHO, 2010, 2013). The most common type of FGM/C is excision of the 
clitoris and the labia minora (Type 2) accounting for up to 80% of all cases, while Type 3 FGM/C constitutes about 
15% of all procedures (WHO, 2013).  
At this point it should be noted that this variety of ways of practicing FGM/C corresponds to the range of 
cultural and historical contexts on which the operations are performed (Mustafa Abusharaf, 2006; Kratz, 2007). 
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Interestingly enough, from approximately 1850 to 1950, the practice of clitoridectomy had been quite common in 
Europe and the United States as a chirurgic intervention to cure women from insanity, epilepsy, catalepsy and 
hysteria. Gynecologists at that time would think that nervous illnesses were caused by masturbation, and so that the 
most efficient way of eliminating them would be to remove the clitoris as well as the labia minora for certain cases 
(Herzberg, 2000; Kratz, 2007: 257).  
2.2. Debates about FGM/C 
It is widely agreed† that FGM/C causes serious injuries to the female body, not just because of the health and 
reproductive consequences but because of the way in which it is practiced. FGM/C is most usually carried out 
under no medical care and with unsterilized materials in unhygienic conditions, thus the risk for immediate 
complications such as bleeding, shocking and sepsis tends to be high. Additionally, as for the long-term 
consequences, cases of infertility, infection and obstructed labor have been reported (Mustafa Abusharaf, 2006: 4; 
WHO/UNICEF/UNICFPA, 1997; WHO, 2013). Moreover, when it comes to the Human Rights field, FGM/C 
contradicts the right to health, physical integrity, as well the right not to be object of violent discrimination 
(OHCHR et al., 2008: 8). 
In spite of the impact FGM/C has on women, it could be argued that there is a need not to demonize the 
practice. On the one hand, because this would imply demonizing the people who practice it, that is, mothers (and 
families) who think that they are taking the best decision for their daughters – actually, FGM/C is a social and 
cultural practice serving mainly to make girl’s social acceptance and marriageability possible. On the other hand, 
because it stigmatizes girls subjected to it as long as they could be perceived by their peers and classmates as mere 
victims of their culture and families, that it as incomplete women and passive sufferers. Therefore, if we are to 
adopt an anthropological point of view, we should take into account the cultural content and meaning the ritual of 
purification provides with to the communities that follow it (Kaplan, 2003), and, what is more, we should train 
teenage students to face FGM/C from de-prejudiced positions.  
3. Intercultural education as a tool to enhance the understanding of FGM/C among secondary school 
students  
In the last decades, school systems around the world have undergone a plethora of reform measures designed to 
strengthen the role of what have been called by literature adjectival educations (Davies, 1999), such as 
development education, citizenship education, peace education or the one that will be addressed on this paper: 
intercultural education. The actions promoted by them have ranged from the introduction of new school subjects 
and cross-curricular themes to major reforms of existing curricula, addressed all of them to achieve a complex set 
of purposes which broadly reflect what it means to be a good citizen (Oxley & Morris, 2013). 
It could be argued that the incorporation of adjectival educations in school has been the formal answer to the 
challenges that reality has brought in times of deep changes. In this sense, taking the case of intercultural 
education, its development has been the answer to multiculturalism as a fairly new reality in classrooms. The 
presence of students from different ethno-cultural origins has come to limit the validity of ethno-nationalistic forms 
of identity (Johnson & Morris, 2010; Juliano, 2002) and has asked for the promotion of a common set of shared 
values (e.g. tolerance, human rights and democracy) able to prepare young people to live together in culturally 
plural societies. 
However, even though the presence of students from different ethno-cultural backgrounds (often ascribed to 
specific countries and regions of the world) has helped the appearance of intercultural education, the development 
of this field of study has also come to facilitate the integration of these students in their new communities, 
specifically by promoting the corresponding values, attitudes and skills among students. The development of 
intercultural education has thus contributed to solve the gap between our Eurocentric point of view and other 
ethno-cultural manifestations (Franzé Mudanó, 2008). Nevertheless, the biggest cultural leaps are still a pending 
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task. If the presence of the Muslim veil was already a conflictive topic in certain countries (Alvi et al., 2003), other 
more shocking cultural practices such as FGM/C are still an unsolved – even unaddressed – issue.  
3.1. The dimensions of intercultural education 
The frontiers between what we have called adjectival educations are unclear and liquid (Cordón et al., 2012). 
So it happens regarding intercultural and multicultural education: some authors (Portera, 2008) find the origins of 
intercultural education in multicultural education itself – whose beginning is generally found in the works of 
George Washington Williams (1882-1883). Other authors (Gundara, 2000) consider them as two parallel styles of 
training in school. In the line of the debate between ethical universalism and cultural relativism, Portera (2010) 
also suggests that multicultural education stands for the latter, while intercultural education tries to find a way to 
the former. From another point of view, Kymlicka (2003) considers that only nations can be multicultural – as 
much as the adjective multicultural stands as an attribute for physical realities meaning that it contains people from 
different cultural backgrounds – while education in this issue is always intercultural.  
Beyond these epistemological debates, it is broadly widespread that intercultural education is an educational 
process that consists on the following five dimensions identified by Banks (1991, 1993): content integration, 
knowledge construction, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy and empowering school culture. Content integration 
refers to the data, information and cases in point that teachers use to illustrate concepts, principles and theories in 
their field of knowledge. It refers to the content itself regarding each subject-matter, so this dimension is not easily 
approachable in science subjects like Mathematics or Physics. Knowledge construction tries to highlight the 
implicit cultural assumptions and biases within each discipline which have influenced (and influence) the way 
knowledge has been built. Prejudice reduction groups the interventions addressed to help students to develop more 
positive ethno-cultural values and attitudes, and more democratic and inclusive behaviors. Equity pedagogy tries to 
facilitate students from diverse ethno-cultural and social-class group to obtain better results in class, thus 
improving their academic achievement. Empowering school culture, finally, refers to the process of restructuring 
the culture and organization of the school to better integrate students from diverse ethno-cultural origins. From the 
five dimensions mentioned above, it can be concluded that some of them will be useful to the scope of this paper, 
that is, facilitate and promote the understanding of FGM/C among students, while others will not. The dimension 
of equity pedagogy, for example, is not crucial to this scope, as far as it should be addressed to facilitate the 
academic achievement of young woman who have suffered FGM/C. The same happens with empowering school 
culture: this dimension is very important in issues like the Muslim veil due to its clear external manifestation, but 
not that much in private and personal results of cultural practices like FGM/C. Therefore, the three more important 
dimensions regarding FGM/C and its understanding by students are: content integration (in the proper subjects), 
knowledge construction and, mainly, prejudice reduction.  
In the next section we will present a methodological proposal for secondary school communities that can help to 
develop the dimensions of knowledge construction and prejudice reduction. This proposal will serve for the 
analysis and understanding of the cultural and social practice of FGM/C, as well as for the reduction of cultural 
prejudices that actually increase the stigmatization of women subjected to it. 
4. Facing FGM/C: A methodological proposal for secondary school communities 
The methodological proposal we present is based on dialogic learning (Flecha, 2000; Flecha, Soler & Valls, 
2008) and on the successful results it has reached in different European countries as part of the INCLUD_ED 
project (CREA, 2009). This knowledge- and attitudes-construction is grounded on two different streams: on the 
one hand, the dialogue approach the pedagogue Paulo Freire proposes; on the other, Habermas’ communicative 
competency theory. According to Paulo Freire’s approach, the whole community (family, students, volunteer) is 
taken into consideration in as much as every person forming part of a student’s background is believed to have an 
impact on their learning processes. Habermas (1987-1989) developed the theory of communicative competence 
and demonstrated that every person possesses communicative skills that allow us to communicate and act within 
our contexts through agreement.  
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The concept of dialogic learning has been developed by the CREA (Centre of Research in Theories and 
Practices that Overcome Inequalities) group from the University of Barcelona (Valls & Munté, 2010; Racionero & 
Serradell, 2005), and is based on the following principles: 
x An egalitarian dialogue on which different contributions are considered depending on the validity of the 
arguments and not on arbitrary criteria such as the imposition of the curricula. 
x Cultural intelligence cannot be reduced to the cognitive dimension based on teleological action, but it ought to 
contemplate the plurality of dimensions found in human interactions. 
x Possibility and convenience of egalitarian transformations as a result of dialogue.  
x Includes the instrumental part intensified by the critic to the technological colonization of learning. 
x Creation of sense/meaning through a kind of learning that makes interaction between people possible. 
x Solidarity as an expression of the democratization of the different social contexts. 
Being so, it could be argued that dialogic learning is focused on establishing an educational relation between 
different people who learn through a deep reflection and the interexchange of ideas (not their imposition), 
transforming the information inter-exchanged into knowledge. Additionally, empowerment enters the scene as 
soon as these groups become aware of their reality and thus develop control actions addressed to the 
transformation of their reality. Generally speaking, the first step is characterized by the awareness of 
discriminatory situations, that is when the group perceives that is actually being discriminated against, and so the 
process of tackling and eliminating discrimination starts as to achieve the maximum personal and collective 
development (Barrio, 2005).  
The concept of dialogic learning has been materialized on several successful educative actions, among which 
dialogic literary gatherings stand out, which in turn is the proposed element for the analysis and understanding of 
FGM/C as a cultural and social practice among secondary school students. Dialogic literary gatherings are 
educational and cultural activities originated in the 1980s in the Verneda (Barcelona) neighborhood, and are still 
being implemented in several cultural and social contexts (Flecha, Soler & Valls, 2008). Dialogic literary 
gatherings have become the object of study of various research projects and have been cited in several 
international publications, as well as recognized as an innovative educational practice by the Harvard University in 
2000.  
Specifically, dialogic literary gatherings are activities centered on the act of reading as a shared experience 
together with a way of acquiring tools for development under the dialogic learning premises (Searle & Soler, 2004; 
CREA 2006-2008; Martín, 2009). One of the principle characteristics of the gatherings is the commentary of a 
classical text focusing on paragraphs selected by participants and establishing a/the dialogue afterwards, respecting 
each other’s turn to speak and listening to every contribution. Educational communities also participate in the 
gatherings, and so this way they transcend the classroom and expand the act of dialogue and exchange towards 
families, students, teachers, volunteers, neighbors, university students and teachers. However, the group formation 
is not a random one. Contrarily, researchers have found that early attention and educational programs that include 
families as a component of the dialogue stimulate students’ school success, in both the short and long term 
(Boethel, 2004; Jordan, Snow & Porche, 2000).  
The first step for the development of a dialogic literary gathering consists on choosing a universal classical 
literature book related to the addressed topic. In the case of FGM/C, due to the difficulty on finding classical 
literature on the issue, we propose the reading of “Dessert Flower” from Waris Dirie. Following a 
personal/individual reading of a specific number of pages, the group gathers again and the moderator starts the 
dialogue by asking who has brought a paragraph from the text in order to discuss it. Those participants who have 
selected a paragraph raise their hands as the moderator writes their names down. Once the names are written down, 
the moderator invites the first person on the list to read the paragraph as well as the corresponding comments while 
the rest of participants remain listening carefully. When this contribution has ended, the moderator asks the group 
whether anyone would like to pose any question about the paragraph that has been read. Those who want to 
intervene raise their hands for the moderator to write down the speaking turns. After that, the moderator passes the 
turn according to this order, which participants respect. This way, diverse contributions with different nuances 
562   Eider Muniategi Azkona et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  132 ( 2014 )  557 – 563 
about the same paragraph emerge, which enrich one same perspective. Once this first turn has finalized, the 
speaking turn is given to the next person that had brought a paragraph and the same operation is repeated.        
The participants at the gathering do not look for the agreement over an only interpretation of the text, but they 
do agree on how communication should be, highlighting key criteria such as respect for other people’s 
contributions as long as Human Rights are respected, the listening and attention atmosphere is maintained, and 
nobody monopolizes the speaking turn (Pulido & Zepa, 2010: 302). Being so, Saez, Traver & Martín (2007) point 
out that every contribution is respected as far as democratic dialogue is respected: the speakers’ status does not 
matter but what they are saying, the sole requirement is that there exists a truly communicative intention.  
Therefore, dialogic literary gatherings allow contributions to be valued and results to be constructed between 
everyone; through dialogue a more functional use of the language is acquired, changes upon the close reality are 
made and learning incomes take sense. By participating in these acts, individuals transform their own perspectives 
about reality by extending their points of view through the contributions that they hear from their peers, as well 
from themselves. Participants reflect on the exposed issues as well as the atmosphere generated, which in turn 
helps for their implication in the public debates and social movements when carrying out the beforehand 
mentioned empowerment exercise. This pedagogical exercise implies that non-expert adults provide new ways of 
teaching the same content – which transforms the traditional teaching while enriching the learning process (Tellado 
& Sava, 2010) – and generates a more social perspective of learning outcomes. 
5. Conclusion 
The geographical distribution of FGM/C has been significantly altered due to the migratory flows, and so many 
Western societies are now starting to learn about it first-hand. Given that FGM/C is a controversial topic which 
demands for an in-depth analysis, we argue that it ought to be analyzed within educational institutions in an 
elaborated and systematized way – the incorporation into the school curricula of methodologies and materials 
developed under the premises of intercultural education can help to do so.  
When it comes to cultural practices that so evidently contravene Western legal, health and cultural standards, 
demonizing such practices turns out to be highly risky in as much it as broadens the gap between co-existing 
cultures, at the same time that comes to generate a deeper situation of discrimination and social exclusion of the 
cultural minorities in question. Within a frame of complex processes of integration of populations with different 
ethno-cultural backgrounds, together with the several preventive actions to be carried out in schools as well as in 
the health, justice and social work fields, education and pedagogy should promote de-prejudiced approaches 
towards cultures that practice FGM/C and, by extension, in order to avoid unnecessary stigmatization, towards 
girls and women who have either undergone the ritual or are susceptible of going through it in the future.  
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